
Bay Area Muslims: A Snapshot

The San Francisco Bay Area boasts one of the United 
States’ largest populations of Muslims. The estimated Bay Area 
Muslim population is 250,000 and is 3.5 percent of the area’s 
total population. “The Bay Area Muslim Study: Establishing 
Identity and Community” is a first of its kind study of the Bay 
Area’s Muslim community. For the full report, visit www.ispu.org.

Ethnic Breakdown

White  6% Iranians  2%

Asian/Pacific Islanders  7%African-Americans  9%

South Asian 30% Arabs  23% Afghans  17%

Foreign Born vs. U.S. Born

Foreign Born  60% U.S. Born  34% No Response  6%

n Alameda 37% 
n Santa Clara 27%
n Contra Costa 12%
n San Mateo 6% 
n San Francisco 3%
n Marin 1%

Bay Area Community by County

Marital status 

Married
57%

Single/ 
Never Married  

32%

Divorced 5% Widowed 2%

Religious Identity

Sunni 75%

Just Muslim 14%

Sufi 2% Other response 5%
Shi’a 4%

Gender

42%46%

(no response: 12%)

Country Of Birth

USA: 34%
Pakistan: 14%
Afghanistan: 11%
India: 10%
Egypt: 3%
Yemen: 2%
Iran: 2%
Jordan: 2%
Palestine: 2%
Other: 14%
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Socioeconomic

Volunteerism

Education
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Key Statistics

Volunteering in the Past Year

Bay Area  
Muslims

62%

All
Americans

27%

Much of the discussion in the national media has suggested 
that increasing levels of religiosity lead to isolation and disengagement. 
However, our survey suggested that Muslims who attend the mosque 
once a week were the most likely to volunteer in the past year (48%). 
Muslims who rarely or never attend the mosque were the least likely to 
volunteer (10%), whereas those who attend the mosque once a day or 
more were somewhere in the middle: 24 percent of them indicated that 
they had volunteered in the past year.While we celebrate the economic success of some Muslims, it 

is important to note the challenges facing lower-income Muslims and 
those who are under or unemployed.

74 percent of respondents had 
completed between at least some 
college and graduate school.

74%

So
ut

h 
As

ia
n 

 
78

%
 

Hi
sp

an
ic

s
69

%

Ir
an

ia
ns

72
%

W
hi

te
s

66
%

Af
ric

an
  

Am
er

ic
an

s
50

%

Af
gh

an
s

40
%

Asian/ 
Pacific Islanders

59%

Arabs
62%

Higher Education by Ethnicity (at least some college)

These numbers are higher than those for the general Bay Area population 
of which about  41 percent aged twenty-five or older have a B.A. (25.2%) 
or higher (16.3%). This also appears to be higher than the general public 
at the national level of which 28% reported having a B.A. or higher.

Higher Education: Bay Area vs. National

B.A.  30%
Grad  School 25%

Ph.D. 5%

Household income  
above $100,000 by ethnicity

South Asians

Iranians

Asian/Pacific Islander

Arab

White

Hispanic

Afghan

African Americans

49%
38%

36%
26%

23%
15%

10%
10%

Household income  
Below $40,000 by County

San Francisco

Alameda

Marin

San Mateo

Contra Costa

Santa Clara

39%
33%

27%
18%

17%
10%

Employment Status

Full Time

Part time

Not employed

No Response

Student

Stay-at-Home Parent  

Looking for Employment

Retired

Under-Employed

41%
15%

2%

12%

4%
3%

8%
6%

10%

Combined Household Income

Below $20k Below $40k Below $60k Above $100k

29%
34%

23%

11%

household income: 
bay area vs. Muslims vs. U.S. 

$77,879

Bay Area
Average 

$70,686

Bay Area 
Muslims

$50,054

United 
States

Volunteering By Mosque Attendance

Once A Week Once A Day Rarely/Never

 48%

24%

10%

Among immigrant Muslims, 67 percent 
spoke at least three languages. Over 71 
percent of all respondents spoke a language 
in addition to English.

Number of Languages Spoken 
(Among All Respondents)

5%

33%

24%

7%
3%

28%

n One Language 5%
n Two Languages 33% 
n Three Languages 24%
n Four Languages 7% 
n Five or More 3%
n No Response 28%



The following recommendations are based on the primary 
source data conducted during the course of our research, surveys, and focus 
groups. They are directed to community leaders and institutions, philanthropic 
and charitable foundations, and academic and policymaking circles.

Recommendations for Muslim Community  
Leaders and Institutions
1.	 Strengthen the community’s institutional infrastructure. Invest in people, 

not property.

2.	 Empower women institutionally. Support women-run institutions and expand 
women’s access to and inclusion in their organizations as equal partners.

3.	 Share existing knowledge and resources. The Bay Area community is diverse 
but also divided and resource-depleted.

4.	 Develop the skills and capacities for increased civic engagement and 
consistent external community engagement. Institutions should continue 
to support political participation, voter education drives, and “Get Out The 
Vote” efforts in a concerted fashion.

5.	 Reach out to disenfranchised/disenchanted Muslims. Many Muslims are 
highly religious, spiritual, pray, and fast during Ramadan; however, they 
feel that the Muslim institutions do not respond to their needs and concerns.

Recommendations for Foundations and Philanthropists
1.	 Commit to long-term investment that will empower the community
2.	 Facilitate opportunities for coalition building and collaboration with  

non-Muslim civic organizations
3.	 Support education and training programs on how to manage not-for-profit 

organizations, with emphasis on successful models
4.	 Train Muslim women seeking leadership positions in the non-profit sector
5.	 Support social and legal services for American Muslims
6.	 Pay special attention to immigration issues
7.	 Study Islamophobia in the context of other forms of bigotry and racism
8.	 Facilitate Intra-Muslim dialogue 

9.	 Leverage high level of religiosity among community

Recommendations to Educators and Academics
1.	 Foster research and work focused on Muslim communities
2.	 Deepen understanding of Islam and Muslims among educators

3.	 Connect with communities outside the classroom

Recommendations to Policymakers
1.	 Facilitate platform to generate ideas for developing and choosing policies 

informed by expert opinion.
2.	 Challenge anti-Muslim narratives

The Muslim community faces many internal and external challenges. 
While these challenges were strongly conveyed in the focus groups and 
interviews, they are not unique to the Bay Area; rather, they are representative 
of the various challenges being experienced by Muslims nationwide.

The External Challenges Include:
•	 Islamophobia
•	 Conflict Overseas
•	 Media Portrayals
•	 Muslims as “Double Minorities”

The Internal Challenges Include:
•	 Lack of Broad Vision and Planning
•	 Leadership Concerns and Limited Resources
•	 Regional Socioeconomic Disparities
•	 Challenges Related to Bay Area Muslim Women
•	 Lack of Engagement with Non-Muslims
•	 Cultural and Religious Obstacles
•	 Lack of Professional Development and Training

Challenges

For the Bay Area Muslim community strength is found in  
diversity and shared values.

The Un-harnessed Potential of Islamic Norms and Values
•	 Community Building and Community Cohesion. 92 percent of 

respondents expressed some level of religiosity.

•	 Activism and Resilience. Looking at the data as a whole, Muslims’ resilient 
community-building efforts largely appear to be the product of a strong 
faith-based tradition of building institutions and a society that has – and 
continues to – contribute positively to bringing about a better world.

Additional Strengths to be Recognized and Further Research
•	 Women. No discussion of community strengths can be complete without 

recognizing that Muslim women have built a critical number of Muslim 
institutions. The existence of their efforts proves their ability to overcome 
both internal as well as external cultural, religious, and gender barriers.

•	 Diversity. As the survey shows, a solid segment of community members 
are highly educated, have cosmopolitan attitudes and behaviors, and have 
a certain linguistic prowess.

Strengths Recommendations

Opportunities & Recommendations 

ISPU  •  1889 F St. NW, Washington, DC 20006  •  1.800.920.ISPU (4778)  •  info@ispu.org

The statistics provided, unless otherwise noted, are based on the data collected for this study. For details on methodology, please see the full report.
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